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In mid-May, President Vicente Fox signed into a law an initiative to create a new autonomous
indigenous-rights commission. Congress approved the legislation to create the Comision Nacional
para el Desarrollo de Pueblos Indigenas (CONADEPI) by an overwhelming 351-3 vote in mid-April.
The new commission will replace the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (INI), which was considered
ineffective and paternalistic.
CONADEPI will have its own budget and decision-making capabilities, in contrast to the INI, which
was a unit of the Secretaria de Desarrollo Social (SEDESOL). The main purpose of the commission
will be to develop policies affecting an estimated 12 million indigenous Mexicans. "After 58 years
of existence, the INI exhausted its institutional mandate," said Deputy Hector Sanchez Lopez,
who chairs the indigenous-affairs committee (Comision de Asuntos Indigenas) in the Chamber of
Deputies. "We required an institution capable of meeting the challenge to give a higher profile to
the issues affecting more than 12 million Mexicans who belong to an indigenous community."
Sanchez, of the center-left Partido de la Revolucion Democratica (PRD), said the most significant
change is the shift in the government's approach toward dealing with the problems faced by
indigenous communities. "We will be leaving behind the philosophy that the plight of indigenous
peoples is only the result of poverty, and that these problems can be solved just with socialassistance programs."
Xochitl Galvez, Fox's director of indigenous affairs, said CONADEPI will begin operations in July
with a budget of about 2.7 billion pesos (US$262 million). "The new commission will have political
strength," said Galvez. "The INI was ineffective because of its lack of autonomy and low budget."
Galvez, widely expected to be named head of CONADEPI, said the new commission would operate
with input from a board of governors comprising the 13 Cabinet secretaries and an advisory board
that would represent a wide range of the country's indigenous communities.
Academics, nongovernmental organizations, and local authorities will also form part of the advisory
board. "As opposed to past policies regarding indigenous peoples in Mexico, our intention is to
operate with strong input from traditional peoples," said Galvez.
The creation of CONADEPI was met with strong skepticism from indigenous organizations. "These
are cosmetic changes," said representatives of the Congreso Nacional Indigenista and the Asamblea
Nacional Indigena Plural. "The same bureaucratic criteria and the same solutions to our problems
remain in place."
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The two organizations said the problems of indigenous communities would not be resolved until
the government recognizes the San Andres Accords signed by representatives of former President
Ernesto Zedillo (1994-2000) and leaders of the Ejercito Zapatista de Liberacion (EZLN) in Chiapas in
1996 (see SourceMex, 1996-02-21). The Zedillo administration later reneged on the accords, which
created a major rift between the government and the rebels that continued throughout Zedillo's
term in office (see SourceMex, 1997-03-12).
Shortly after taking office, Fox sent Congress legislation to legalize the San Andres Accords (see
SourceMex, 2000-12-13). That bill was diluted by Congress, again raising tensions with the EZLN
(see SourceMex, 2001-05-02 and 2001-08- 22). Contacts between the government and the EZLN have
been infrequent since the diluted bill was approved. [Note: Peso- dollar conversions in this article
are based on the Interbank rate in effect on May 21, reported at 10.28 pesos per US$1.00] (Sources:
El Sol de Mexico, 04/25/03; Notimex, 04/24/03, 05/19/03; La Jornada, 04/25/03, 05/19/03; Reforma,
05/19/03 El Universal, 05/19/03, 05/20/03; La Cronica de Hoy, El Financiero, 05/20/03)
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